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 The purpose of this phenomenological study is to explore the experiences of first-
generation college students participating in high-impact practices during their first year. 
High-impact practices have been defined by the American Association of Colleges & 
Universities (2018) as first-year seminars, writing intensive courses, undergraduate 
research, learning communities, diversity/global learning, service learning, and 
internships. The goal of this study is to offer new discussions and recommendations 
based off findings and existing literature. While there is research on first-generation 
college students, first-year experiences, and high-impact practices, little is known about 
how the first-year experience of first-generation students is affected by their participation 
in high-impact practices.  
 Findings from this study suggest that participation in high-impact practices for 
first-generation students in their first year of college helps students develop necessary life 
skills and friendships, introduces them to resources, and prepares them for academic 
success. Findings also suggest that the lack of expectations going into college matters to 
first-generation college students and participating in a high-impact practice during their 
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 Many institutions of higher education across the world have departments, 
committees, and personnel dedicated to supporting the first-year experience for students. 
Those institutions also have resources dedicated to support first-generation students.  
These are both highly researched areas of higher education (Tharkal et al., 2016; 
Terenzini et al., 1996; Petty, 2014; Soria & Stebleton, 2012; Peralta, & Klonowski, 2017; 
Koch & Gardner, 2017; Rorison et al, 2017; Gibbons & Shoffner, 2004; Danitz et al., 
2016; Conefrey, 2018; Gemmel, 2017; Vetter et al., 2019). Another well researched area 
in the field of higher education is high-impact practices such as first-year seminars, 
writing intensive courses, undergraduate research, learning communities, diversity/global 
learning, service learning, and internships, and the links between those practices and 
student success (AACU, 2018; Thomas et al., 2018; Sweat et al., 2013; Porter, 2015; 
Kilgo et al., 2014; Johnson & Stage, 2018; BrckaLorenz et al., 2017; Bonet & Walters, 
2016; Anderson et al., 2019; Rosfeld, 2017; Shehane, 2014) However there exists a gap 
in knowledge about how high-impact practices like first-year seminars and learning 
communities impact the experience and involvement of first-generation students in their 
first year of college.  Understanding these relationships can help universities better 
support first-generation students in their first year of college by providing them with 
high-impact practices they will enjoy and benefit from.  
 The impact of high-impact practices and the need to include more of them in the 
experiences of first-year, first-generation students has not been extensively researched. 
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Professionals working in higher education should focus time and resources on providing 
these services for these particular groups of students in order to support their success 
(Porter, 2015). By examining the perceived benefits fist-generation students obtained 
from their participation in high-impact practices, this study furthers the call for greater 
support services for first-generation students in their first year.  
Student affairs professionals play a critical role in providing high-impact 
experiences that engage students, enhance their learning, give them transferrable skills 
they can use for life after college, and help create an easier path to completion of their 
degree. Many studies support the effect of high-impact practices on student learning and 
cognitive development (Johnson & Stage, 2018; Rosfeld, 2017;  BrckaLorenz, et al., 
2017;  Conefrey, 2018) and these should be further developed to support at-risk 
populations such as first-generation students and first-year students.  These students are 
at higher risk for not completing their degree due to their anxieties associated with social 
and academic transition and self-doubts (Conefrey, T., 2018; Terenzini et al., 1996). It is 
important that student learning be emphasized in these different programs and practices, 
in and out of the classroom, and that they continue to be assessed in order to effectively 
meets the needs of student populations. (Porter, 2015). 
Significance of the Problem 
 Despite research on the individual topics of the influence of high-impact practices 
on first-year students, and first-generation students, our understanding of the first-year 
experience of a first-generation student participating in high-impact practices influence 
each other is limited. Both first-generation and first-year students face their own unique 
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struggles such as not possessing the same level of social capital or agency as their peers 
(Soria & Stebleton, 2012), which further complicates their unique experiences being a 
first-generation student.  
 Participation in high-impact practices, namely common intellectual experiences, 
collaborative assignments and projects, as well as undergraduate research have been 
shown to have significant educational benefits for “all” students,  (AACU, 2012) but we 
do not know if first-generation status or the year in which students partake in these high-
impact practices is significant. We know very little about the relevance of high-impact 
practices in the educational experiences of first-generation students in their first year, 
what barriers these students overcome to participate in the high-impact practice, and what 
skills they gain as a result of their participation. More research needs to be conducted in 
order to establish what support systems are needed for first-generation students in their 
first year of undergraduate studies.  
Purpose of Study 
 The purpose of this study is to determine how, and which high impact practices 
correlate with the first-year experience of first-generation students. The benefits of high-
impact practices can vary due to the type of program and each student’s participation and 
investment in that program. Based on the current literature review, some universities 
observe higher grades, higher attendance in classes, more interactions with faculty, and 
higher retention rates in students who participate in high-impact practices such as writing 
intensive courses, first year seminars, service learning and volunteering, and more. Also, 
some students have stronger critical thinking and decision-making skills as a result of 
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participating in these high-impact practices (Kilgo & Ezell, 2014; Bonet & Walters, 
2016; Anderson, Boyd, Marin & McNamara, 2019). Since there is existing research on 
first-generation students, first-year students, and high-impact practices and their benefits 
for students, the goal is now to examine how they are associated, bridge the gap in 
literature, and provide recommendations for practice informed by findings. 
Setting of Study 
 Rowan University’s Glassboro campus is a doctoral research institution offering 
bachelor’s, master’s, and doctoral degree programs to its over 19,000 students (Rowan, 
2020c).  In their claim to diversity, equity, and inclusion for all students, Rowan 
University offers first-generation students additional resources for success (Rowan, 
2020a). Their “Flying First” program was developed to enhance the academic success of 
and promote a strong sense of belonging among first-generation students (Rowan, 
2020a).  Another area of focus at Rowan University comes out of the area of Student 
Success Programs. Under their area of “First Year Programs” are an exploratory studies 
program, Rowan 101: College Success, Rowan Seminar, and a pre-business program to 
prepare student for their entry into the Rohrer College of Business (Rowan, 2020b).  
Research Questions 
The following questions will guide this research study: 
1. What successful strategies are currently being used in effective high-impact 
practices to positively impact first-generation students in their first year? 
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2. What barriers are in place that impact the implementation of high-impact 
practices for first-generation students who are in their first year at Rowan 
University? 
3. How can Rowan University effectively use high-impact practices to enhance the 
first-year experience of first-generation students?   
Assumptions and Limitations 
 Based on the review of the current literature, there is an assumption that first-
generation students who participated in high-impact practices gained more skills and had 
a better experience in their first year than the first-generation students who did not 
participate in high-impact practices in their first year. There is an assumption, due to 
researcher bias, that first-generation college students will have struggled to find high-
impact practices to participate in due to their lack of knowledge about navigating campus 
resources. Limitations for this study include sample size, time allotted to complete 
interviews and data analysis, and outreach to students during a pandemic. With over 
4,000 first generation students at Rowan University,  I received an underwhelming 
response to the call for participation in my study. My goal was to enroll 10 participants in 
the study but fell short three and interviewed seven students. I credit this to the zoom 
fatigue created by coronavirus pandemic and survey/interview fatigue due to the high 
volume of university research being done at the time.  
Organization  
 Chapter II provides a review of the literature pertaining to first-generation 
students, first-year experience, and high-impact practices.  
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 Chapter III provides a description of the methodology and procedures used in this 
research study. The methodology will lay out the research question, context of study, 
methods for research, population and sample size, data collection and analysis methods. 
 Chapter IV will report findings from the research study based off the research 
questions. 
 Chapter V will provide the summary of major findings, discussion, conclusion, 















Review of Literature 
First-Generation Students 
 First-generation students, or students who had parents who did not have a 
bachelor’s degree, made up 56% of students in 2015 and 2016 according to the National 
Association of Student Personnel Administrators (n.d.). 24% had parents with no post-
secondary education and 59% were also the first sibling to attend college (National 
Association of Student Personnel Administrators, n.d.). 40% of these first-generation 
students attended full time, 30% had dependents, and they were overwhelmingly female 
at 60% (National Association of Student Personnel Administrators, n.d.).  
 Across research conducted about first-generation college students, multiple 
themes prevail. These students have parents with little to no postsecondary education and 
they face a unique set of barriers during their college experience that prevent them from 
graduating on time or at all (Peralta & Klonowski, 2017). Though the literature lacks a 
clear and consistent definition of what a first-generation student is, it is evident that first-
generation students have an intersection of identities that may impact their college 
experience (Gemmel, 2017; Conefrey, 2018; Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella & 
Nora, 1996). First-generation students differ from their non-first-generation peers in a 
number of ways. Their racial/ ethnic demographics, socioeconomic status, and 
preparation for the academic and social expectation and rigor of college being the most 
notable differences (Soria & Stebleton, 2012).  
8 
 
Not only are they attending college for the first time, but first-generation students 
disproportionately struggle with poor academic preparation, internalization of negative 
stereotypes, less awareness of information about colleges and funding opportunities, lack 
of expectations regarding college life, ongoing financial concerns, culture shock, low 
self-esteem and self-efficacy, and underdeveloped study and time management skills 
(Stieha, 2009 & Conefrey, 2018). Low self-efficacy and outcome expectations are 
barriers to success and similar to career selection and preparation, first-generation 
students need the support of student affairs professionals to build a feeling of self-
efficacy and outcome expectations and break down perceived barriers (Gibbons & 
Shoffner, 2004). It is important to provide first-generation students with the tools and 
support to help counteract negative or inaccurate beliefs surrounding the college search 
and decision process, application, financial aid, and preparation for college life that they 
cannot get at home (Gibbons & Shoffner, 2004).  
 Along with income status, having lower educational aspirations, lower levels of 
engagement in high school, lower SAT scores, and less support from family; the 
cognitive development of first-generation students also impacts their college experience 
(Terenzini, et al., 1996; Soria & Stebleton, 2012). Students’ scores on the Collegiate 
Assessment of Academic Proficiency reading, math, and critical thinking tests along with 
their precollege characteristics and demographic information was analyzed (Terenzini, et 
al., 1996). According to Terenzini, et al. (1996), the students who participated in both 
pre- and post-testing, 30.7% of them were first-generation students. Based off the 
findings, first-generation students are more likely to face academic struggles as compared 
to “traditional” students (Terenzini, et al., 1996). Taking these factors into consideration 
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along with indicators for low academic performance and persistence, first-generation 
students are at higher academic risks (Terenzini, et al., 1996). For the reasons that 
Terenzini, et al. (1996) brough forward, it is imperative that transition to college is 
smoothed and plenty of support is offered for first-generation students.  
The overall theme in student responses to a phenomenological study conducted by 
Gemmel (2017) was that during their transition from high school to college, they had to 
learn how to balance everything that was going on outside of school and the new task of 
being a college student. Tanjula (2014) notes that first-generation students may be less 
psychologically prepared for college which also decreases motivation and interest in 
succeeding. With most first-generation students coming from low-income families, 
Hispanic backgrounds, and having weaker cognitive skills, research done around first-
generation students suggests they may have potential learning problems ahead of them in 
the academic career (Terenzini, et al., 1996). Unfortunately, there is no “magic remedy” 
for motivating students and there are various complex concepts that go into the 
motivation of not just first-generation students but all students because different students 
have different motivations, desires, and needs (Tanjula, 2014). Recognizing Maslow’s 
Hierarchy of Needs and McClelland’s Need for Achievement, understanding the intrinsic 
and extrinsic factors that motivate students to succeed, and creating pathways for success 
will break down barriers for first-generation students and help them persist to graduation 
(Tanjula, 2014).   
The needs, experiences, and transitions of first-generation college students all 
look very different. Before coming to college, students will experience what is known as 
“anticipatory socialization” where they anticipate and prepare for what college will be 
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like (Gemmel, 2017). First-generation students may be inadequately prepared for the 
daunting task of applying to college and  once they get there, lack the same social capital 
as their peers due to their parents’ lack of knowledge and experience and unfamiliarity 
with the college setting (Soria & Stebleton, 2012; Gibbons & Shoffner, 2004).  In 
research done by Terenzini, et al. (1996), the precollege characteristics, experiences, and 
critical thinking abilities were studied. Based off six different constructs, Terenzini, et al. 
(1996) hypothesized that precollege characteristics were presumed to influence a 
student’s college outcome, course-taking pattern, classroom experience, and 
extracurricular experience. 
Peralta and Klonowski (2017) list the challenges of being a first-generation 
student in the areas of student involvement, faculty expectations, and degree completion. 
Retaining these students has become a focal point of many colleges and universities and 
with that has come the implementation of bridge programs, varying types of social and 
academic support, and other services for this unique population (Peralta & Klonowski, 
2017). The way these groups of students are engaged and retained differ in that first-
generation students tend to have lower academic engagement and overall retention as 
compared to non-first-generation students (Soria & Stebleton, 2012). In the research 
conducted by Soria and Stebleton (2012), first-generation students were found to have 
lower mean scores of participating in class discussion, asking questions in class, and 
bringing up ideas and concepts than their non-first-generation counterparts (Soria & 
Stebleton, 2012). Soria and Stebleton (2012) found that through increased faculty 
interaction with students and creating programs to increase first-generation students’ 
sense of belonging, administrators can assist in positively influencing first-generation 
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students’ experiences, increase their social capital and enhance their academic 
engagement therefore leading to increased overall satisfaction and higher retention rates.  
 Programs and social pathways that increase first-generation students’ persistence 
and retention are needed as over 4.5 million first-generation students had enrolled in 
postsecondary education during a 10-year period (Tanjula, 2014). Defined as a 
“increasingly significant force,” it is no secret that first-generation students have different 
needs than other students. Included in data from the National Center for Educational 
Statistics (NCES) from 1992, 43% of students left college without obtaining a degree 
they were four times as likely to leave without a degree when compared to their non-first-
generation peers (Tanjula, 2014). The motivation to get first-generation students to 
commit time to studying and academics was a major challenge because of the fact that 
many first-generation students come from lower-income backgrounds and face 
challenges such as supporting themselves and their children and working while getting an 
education.  
Gemmel (2017) found that many low-income, first-generation students had shared 
experiences when discussing their transition to college. It was recommended that more 
research be done on higher education opportunity programs and their offerings and how 
low-income, first-generation students who do and do not participate in them differ. 
Additionally, in examining peer-reviewed articles on first-generation students and 
support services, Peralta and Klonowski (2017) discovered that only 24 articles existed 
that: were located in the United States, were written in English, were published from 
2005-2015, contained scholarly and peer reviewed articles, and included first-generation 
students as a focal part of the study. With the ever-changing landscape of higher 
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education and the increased enrollment of first-generation students, more research needs 
to be done on this population of students and the research must be published for 
administrators across the country to refer to when implementing programs and support 
services for first-generation students (Peralta & Klonowski, 2017). 
First-Year Experience  
Rorison, Voight, and Poutre (2017) discovered that one in three students consider 
leaving college during their first term and ultimately half of students who begin college 
make it through to commencement. Some key factor that plays into the access and 
persistence of first-year students are affordability and mental health (Rorison, Voight & 
Poutre, 2017; Danitz, Suvak, Orsillo, 2016). For many first-year students, gaining access 
to an education is only half the battle (Rorison, et.al., 2017). Colleges and universities do 
not offer a permanent solution to the affordability problem that many students, first year 
and not, face (Rorison, et.al., 2017). Rorison, et al. (2017) says that the level of 
affordability a college student faces is dependent on family income. Students that come 
from low-income background face more financial strain than middle- or upper-class 
students (Rorison, et.al., 2017). Students who have a strong desire to succeed but are 
burdened with unmet financial need often turn to student loans, but student loans do not 
take care of the financial problem but only delay it (Rorison, et.al., 2017). Affordability 
plays a major role in student’ ability to complete the degree they are pursuing (Rorison, 
et.al., 2017). 
Danitz, et al. (2016) conducted a study that aimed to determine whether or not 
previously studied acceptance-based behavioral programs were effective in comparison 
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to a control condition at decreasing levels of depression and enhancing acceptance and 
academic values when integrated into a first-year seminar course. Danitz (2016) 
compared the effectiveness to two instructional methods aimed at enhancing the 
wellbeing of first-year students. Half of the sections of the first-year seminars being 
taught were placed in the control and the other half in the experimental group (Danitz, et 
al.,2016) The students were given a pre-workshop test, attended an acceptance-based 
behavioral workshop, and then were given a post-test on health and wellness, mood, 
coping, and personal values (Danitz, et al.,2016). While Danitz (2016) concluded that a 
workshop was not uniformly effective, it did work to reduce levels of depression in 
students who were pre-reported to have higher levels of baseline depression (Danitz, et 
al.,2016). Danitz (2016) also found that a reason that the researchers believed that the 
data and findings were not as effective is that these students voluntarily opted into this 
first-year experience course and are at a higher baseline function than students who opted 
to not enroll in the course. 
 Vetter, et al. (2019) examined the experiences of students of color who thrive in 
their first year and how the attitudes, behaviors, and teaching strategies of their faculty 
members may have contributed to their success. After interviewing 13 high-thriving 
students of color about their experiences with faculty, four major themes arose. These 
faculty members engaged learners where they were, faculty connected with students 
personally in and out of class, they embraced the tapestry of diverse learners, and saw 
students as individuals. Student-faculty engagement has consistently been seen as a 
significant predictor of student success (Vetter, et al., 2019). Another beneficial practice 
that can be implemented into first-year experience courses for first-year students is 
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intergroup dialogue. Intergroup dialogue has a positive impact on intergroup 
understanding, intergroup relationships, intergroup collaboration and action, and 
perceived relevance of diversity in higher education (Thakral, et al., 2016).  
The University of Chicago at Illinois implemented a First-Year Dialogue Seminar 
course for a semester long and offered one credit. This course was designed to meet the 
associated outcomes listed above of on intergroup understanding, intergroup 
relationships, intergroup collaboration and action, and perceived relevance of diversity in 
higher education (Thakral, et al., 2016). Tharkal (2016) stated that compared to students 
who didn’t enroll in this course, the first-year students who did complete this course had 
significantly higher values of intergroup dialogue has a positive impact on intergroup 
understanding, intergroup collaboration and action, and perceived relevance of diversity 
in higher education. These findings suggest that there may be potential for this type of 
Intergroup Dialogue First-Year Seminar Course across higher education (Thakral, et al., 
2016).  
When faculty is engaged with their students’ academic achievement, as they are 
in first-year seminar courses, their students are more likely to have higher grade point 
averages, but faculty-student interaction is not always found to be helpful across all 
racial/ethnic groups (Vetter, et al., 2019).  Vetter (2019) notes that within the black 
student population, student-faculty engagement has not been associated with academic 
gains or satisfaction, but certain kinds of interactions will benefit these students. One of 
these types of interactions could include peer interaction. In research conducted by 
Wilcox, Winn, and Fyvie-Gauld (2005), the emotional support that friends provide direct 
emotional support that first-year students need to be successful. Creating personal 
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relationships with tutors and class peers was found by Wilcox (2005) to be important as 
well but not as significant. Because interactions with faculty do not directly benefit all 
students from all minoritized groups, facilitating peer interaction and creating a culture of 
peer support could positively impact first-year students’ ability to adjust to and thrive in 
college life (Vetter, et al., 2019; Wilcox, et al., 2005).  
High-Impact Practices 
High-impact practices, as defined by the Association of American Colleges and 
Universities (2018), are educational practices that are helpful to students achieve 
outcomes such as knowledge of human cultures, the physical world, personal and social 
responsibility, and practical skills (Kilgo & Ezell, 2015). Some high-impact practices 
include first-year seminars and experiences, diversity/ global learning, common 
intellectual experiences, ePortfolios, learning communities, service learning and 
community-based learning, writing intensive courses, collaborative assignments and 
projects, internships, capstone courses and projects, and undergraduate research 
(American Association of Colleges and Universities, 2018).  
Students have not only learned more about themselves through their participation 
in high-impact practices, but they have also deepened their understanding of how to 
execute several learning outcomes associated with high-impact practices. (Anderson, et 
al., 2019; Johnson & Stage, 2018; Shehane, 2014). There have been positive relationships 
between certain high-impact practices and attributes such as deep learning general gains, 
critical thinking and reasoning, personal gains, and practical gains (Rosfeld, 2017; 
Johnson & Stage, 2018). Johnson and Stage (2018) also saw that students self-reported 
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positive relationships between selected high-impact practices and level of academic 
challenge, active and collaborative learning, student-faculty interaction, and the 
perception of a supportive campus environment (Johnson & Stage, 2018). Shehane 
(2014) found that students found out more about their strengths, weaknesses, 
assumptions, skills, convictions, who they wanted to be personally and professionally by 
students participating in two high-impact practices simultaneously.  
Another factor that is perceived to be impacted by the participation in high-impact 
practices is graduation rate (Bonet & Walters, 2016; Johnson &Stage. 2018). Early career 
high-impact practices such as first-year seminars, undergraduate research, learning 
communities, and writing courses lead to students being involved in high-impact 
practices designed for and geared towards upper-class students (Bonet & Walters, 2016; 
Johnson &Stage. 2018). These high-impact practices include collaborative assignments, 
undergraduate research, study abroad, service-learning, internships, and senior/ capstone 
projects. The research shows that student learning and academic outcomes have been 
positively impacted by these high-impact practices and that correlates with higher 
persistence and academic achievement. These factors also correlate positively with higher 
graduation rates (Kilgo, et al., 2014; Johnson & Stage, 2018)  
Shehane (2014) conducted a phenomenological study of high-impact practices 
and explored learning through the coupling of internships and service-learning. Students 
enrolled in a structured internship program through Texas A&M that included service-
learning were studied through the analysis of their weekly journals and reflections. When 
analyzing, Shehane (2014) read and re-read the journals, took initial notes, developed 
emergent themes, and searched for connections between these themes. Through this 
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experience and the experience of reimagining service-learning, the students participating 
in the internship coupled with service-learning built self-confidence, gained self-
awareness, and enhanced their office skills (Shehane, 2014; Anderson, et al., 2019). They 
reported these skills were gained through experience, work, and observation (Shehane, 
2014). This is important because their participation in these two high-impact practices 
lead to more than college credit or internship hours but transferrable skills that can be 
used in the real world (Shehane, 2014).  
When the term “first-year experience” was first utilized by university 
administrators, it was used to name reform efforts to enhance the experiences of students 
in their first year (Koch & Gardner, 2017). Since the coining of that term, multiple high-
impact practices have been developed and implemented for the betterment of first-year 
students (Koch & Gardner, 2017). There is, however, a lack of focus on historically 
underrepresented minority students, first-generation students, and low-income students. 
Sweat (2013) compared minority and white students in this study and based off a survey 
of 268 undergraduate students, they found that participation in high-impact practices 
correlate with engagement, or alignment of student and institution and there is likely a 
relationship between high-impact practices and retention. In regard to race and ethnicity, 
engagement in high-impact practices varies.  
Multiple scholars have come together to analyze high-impact practices, gateway 
courses, and how instructors can transform teaching, learning, engagement, and success 
in first-year experience courses, service-learning, undergraduate research, group 
assignments, learning communities, sequence courses, and having close faculty mentor 
relationships (Koch & Gardner, 2017; Sweat, et al., 2013) Because of research like this, 
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scholars such as Sweat (2013) and Koch and Gardner (2017) call on their colleagues to 
include high-impact practices such gateway efforts, undergraduate research, study 
abroad, learning communities, capstones, and internships that improve the quality of 
teaching and learning for first-year students in their first year of college by including this 
in their college’s mission, paying special attention to the diversity of the incoming class 
that is enrolling, and developing faculty to deliver on the promises of a better first-year 
experience (Koch & Gardner, 2017). These practices can also be used to further support 
academically disadvantaged students in their development of critical thinking skills 
(Sweat, et al., 2013). 
Students who were identified as “academically disadvantaged” showed a 5-point 
increase in critical thinking scores after participation in high-impact practices as opposed 
to the 1-point increase in their academically advantaged peers (Kilgo, et al.,2015). Kilgo, 
et al. (2015), through initial and follow up data collection, also found that critical 
thinking skills along with moral reasoning, inclination to inquire and lifelong learning, 
intercultural effectiveness, and socially responsible leadership were positively impacted 
by participation in high-impact practices.  
Along with the academically disadvantaged students, gender-variant students are 
another population being studied in relation to high-impact practices (BrckaLorenz, et al., 
2017). The study conducted by BrckaLorenz (2017) aimed to take into account 
intersecting social identities when looking at engagement in high-impact practices and 
used faculty-student interaction as its indicator. A great majority of research done on the 
topic of high-impact practices focuses on the majority population and does not take into 
account students with varying identities. BrckaLorenz (2017) found that gender-variant 
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students, or students who do not identify as cisgender men or women, were found to have 
similar participation in high-impact practices to their cisgender counterparts but positive 
faculty-student interaction was found to be a significant predictor for increased 
participation in high-impact practices. Though the regression models found by 
BrckaLorenz (2017) did not yield high numbers of significant differences between 
gender-variant students and cisgender students, the engagement of gender-variant 
students and their participation in high-impact practices should be thought of and planned 
for with warmer and more inviting environments.  
 Transfer students are another population of students with varied needs that student 
affairs professional need to take into account when planning, implementing, and 
assessing high-impact practices (Thomas, et al., 2018). Thomas (2018) discovered that on 
top of having to become acclimated to their new environment, transfer students are 
experiencing feelings of isolation, alienation, and other personal and academic 
challenges. Thomas (2018) proposed a cohort-based learning community for transfer 
students that included participation in first-year experience programs such as advising, 
project-based student collaboration, application of knowledge across courses, 
collaboration of core faculty, peer support, and required participation in campus activities 
to address the problems they saw in the transition of transfer students from one institution 
to another. Findings from the study suggested that transfer students, after participation in 
these high-impact practices, experienced a greater sense of belonging and community, 
improved social and academic integration, and great promise for retention (Thomas, et 
al., 2018). Grade point average, retention, and course enrollment were variables studied 
by Thomas (2018) and it was found that GPA of these cohort students was higher than 
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the department average and increased the typical retention rate with more students 
enrolled in second and third semester courses. Not only can this cohort-model of 
implementing high-impact practices enhance the experience of transfer students but the 
research shows it can also be applied to first-generation and underrepresented students as 



















While studying high-impact practices and their influence on the first-year experience of 
first-generation students, the following questions were the focal points of my research: 
1. What successful strategies are currently being used in effective high-impact 
practices to positively impact first-generation students in their first year? 
2. What barriers are in place that impact the implementation of high-impact 
practices for first-generation students who are in their first year at Rowan 
University? 
3. How can Rowan University effectively use high-impact practices to enhance the 
first-year experience of first-generation students? 
Context of Study 
 This study was formulated and conducted during the 2020-2021 academic year 
with first-generation students at Rowan University. Rowan University started in 1923 as 
a state normal school and set out with a mission to train teachers to educate the children 
on South Jersey (Rowan, 2020d). The normal school filled a gap of state schools in New 
Jersey who provided such education (Rowan, 2020d).  
 From the Glassboro Normal School to New Jersey State Teachers College at 
Glassboro to Glassboro State College, the school now known as Rowan University has 
continued to expand its curriculum, enrollment, and infrastructure (Rowan, 2020d). 
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Becoming New Jersey’s second comprehensive public research institution, Rowan is 
recognized as an R2 high research activity institution and U.S. News and World Report 
ranked Rowan among the best national public research universities in the nation (Rowan, 
2020c).  
Rowan University now offers 90 bachelor’s, 48 master’s, 2 professional, and 8 
doctoral programs on 3 main campuses (Rowan, 2020c). The undergraduate and graduate 
student body totals 19,678 students, 33% of those being from underrepresented groups 
and 250 international students from 40 different countries (Rowan, 2020c).  
Methodological Approach 
 This study was done utilizing a phenomenological approach to qualitative 
research. This particular approach will answer my research questions and close the gap of 
knowledge regarding first-generation students’ attitudes towards high impact practices, 
allow me to record how many high-impact practices they participated in, gauge their 
perception of the benefits and challenges of participating in high-impact practices, and 
inquire about the skills they believe they developed from participating in high-impact 
practices. Using this approach will allow me to obtain in depth information about first-
generation students shared lived experiences that will help to give meaning to the 
phenomenon under study (Byrne, 2001).  
Procedure 
 Following IRB approval and participation informed consent, data was retrieved 
from Rowan University students on Glassboro’s campus who had been identified as first-
generation and are beyond their first year. To gain access to this population, I contacted 
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several administrators who run the First-Generation Task Force at Rowan University. I 
sent them my recruitment email, as seen in Appendix E, and asked them to forward it to 
all first-generation students that had been at Rowan University for more than one year. 
Students were made aware that their participation in this interview was completely 
voluntary and no identifiable information would be collected or stored. 
Population  
The target population of this study consisted of first-generation undergraduate 
students at Rowan University’s Glassboro campus. For the purpose of this study, students 
that were asked to participate were determined based off the time spent at Rowan 
University and not the number of credits they had completed.  
Sample  
By utilizing purposeful sampling, the call for participants was sent to a target 
population of students who met the criteria: first-generation sophomores, juniors, and 
seniors. Purposeful sampling was the best way to approach this data collection in order to 
obtain “information rich data” from carefully and intentionally selected students 
(McMillan, 2016, p. 125). Students in this research study had to be first-generation, an 
undergraduate student, and currently enrolled at Rowan University’s Glassboro campus. 
The goal for sampling size was 10 students.  
Data Collection Strategy  
This study’s data was collected through a 30–45-minute interview conducted via 
zoom . The “face-to-face” semi-structured interview consisted of 8 open ended questions.  
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The students received an email from Rowan University’s Flying First task force inviting 
them to participate in this study. In an informed consent letter, I explained the intent of 
the research, describes the benefits and risks of participating in my research, and asked 
for a sign form back indicating that they are 18 years of age and older and willingly 
participating in my study. The transcripts was then analyzed, and the findings reported.  
Data Analysis  
Data from this research study was analyzed using a thematic analysis approach. 
This approach allowed for me to identify, analyze, organize, and describe themes found 
in the responses to questions asked of them (Braun & Clarke, 2006). After the interviews 
were conducted, the responses were transcribed, data was organized by repeatedly 
reviewing responses and looking for common words and phrases to begin creating a code. 
Once the data was coded, major themes were discovered and used to lead the data 
summary and interpretation.  
Ethical Consideration 
Before data collection began and to ensure the protection of all study participants, 
an Institutional Review Board (IRB) application was initially submitted on November 
17th, 2020. IRB approval was granted on February 3rd, 2021. The IRB application 
included a protocol sheet that included purpose and rationale of the study, background 
and significance of the study, objectives, methods, duration, enrollment, population 
information, recruitment methods, inclusion and exclusion criteria, informed consent, 
risks and benefits, and plans for reporting and publishing results. This was a minimal risk 
study, and no physical dangers were anticipated for respondents. There was no incentive 
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or compensation for participating in this interview. All participants were made aware of 
the information included in the protocol sheet submitted to IRB and were required to fill 




















The purpose of this research study was to explore the relationship between high-
impact practice and first-year experiences in first-generation students at Rowan 
University. While first-generation college students, high-impact practices, and first-year 
students are all broadly researched, there is a gap in literature on how specifically first-
generation college students are influenced by their participation in high-impact practices 
during their first year of college. Utilizing a phenomenological approach to understand 
the shared lived experiences of first-generation college students participating in high-
impact practices and semi-structured interviewing techniques, this study adds qualitative 
research findings to the existing literature on first-generation college students, first-year 
experience, and high-impact practices (Giorgi, 1997). This chapter includes a profile of 
the sample, data analysis of the interview questions, and a presentation of the findings. 
Profile of the Sample 
 The individuals in this study were selected utilizing purposeful sampling in order 
to obtain information rich data from participants (McMillan, 2016, p. 125). In order to be 
eligible to participate in this study, the student must have been a first-generation college 
student, beyond their first year of college, who participated in a high-impact practice such 
as a first-year seminar, writing intensive course, undergraduate research, learning 
community, diversity/global learning, service learning, or an internship during their first 
year at Rowan University’s Glassboro campus. These high-impact practices were chosen 
as they are the high-impact practices likely to be participated in by a first-year student. 
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The first-generation students had been identified by Rowan University’s “flying first” 
task force and were sent an email requesting their voluntary participation in this study. 
After the individuals agreed to partake in this study and provided their availability for a 
15–30-minute interview, they were sent a Zoom link where they would participate in 
their virtual, eight-question interview. Out of 3,996 first-generation sophomore, junior, 
senior, and continuing college students, I was able to interview seven students. With a 
sample size goal of 10, I fell three short of my original goal but considering the 
circumstances surrounding the coronavirus pandemic, seven students was determined  
sufficient for this study and aligned with the sample size required for phenomenological 
research.  
 In total, this sample consisted of four self-identified females and three males, they 
were all first-generation college students, and had all participated in a first-year seminar, 
writing intensive course, undergraduate research, learning community, diversity/global 
learning, service learning, or an internship during their first year at Rowan University’s 
Glassboro campus. Seven one-on-one interviews were conducted between February 11-
March 9, 2021 via Zoom. Zoom was selected as the method in which interviews would 
take place due to the coronavirus pandemic. To protect the identities of this study’s 
participants, their names have been replaced with pseudonyms.  
Sample Biographies 
Below is a brief biography of each study participant. To maintain confidentiality, 
participants’ names have been replaced with pseudonyms. 
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• Allison is a first-generation college student who participated in a writing intensive 
course.  
• Peter is a first-generation college student who participated in a first-year seminar. 
• Jonathan is a first-generation college student who participated in a first-year 
seminar.  
• Nicholas is a first-generation college student who participated in a first-year 
seminar. 
• Grace is a first-generation college student who participated in undergraduate 
research.  
• Lilly is a first-generation college student who participated in a first-year seminar. 
• Kate is a first-generation college student who participated in undergraduate 
research.  
Analysis of the Data 
 The seven semi-structured interviews were completed using questions approved 
by Rowan University’s IRB that can be found in Appendix F. The interviews began after 
the co-investigator ensured there were no pending questions about the informed consent 
document and/or the study they were participating in. With audio and video consent 
forms signed, each of the 15-30-minute interviews were recorded and transcribed 
verbatim.  
Using thematic analysis and the steps laid out by Braun & Clarke (2006), 
interview transcripts were read and re-read multiple times to determine codes. Data was 
coded in stages, numerous times and themes arose after initial codes were identified. The 
themes that emerged from this study include a) significance of college experience 
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expectations, b) participation in high-impact practices supports resource knowledge and 
allocation and, c) high-impact practices aid in the development of life skills.  
Significance of College Experience Expectations  
 For first-generation college students, they often do not know what to expect when 
they walk on to campus for the first time besides what is known to them as the “college 
norms” (Stieha, 2009). In speaking with the seven participants about their first-year 
experiences, two participants stated that they “did not know what to expect” going into 
college as it was their first time being there and  had not been prepared by their parents. 
Four other participants mentioned not knowing what their expectations should be about 
campus life, academics, and living away from home for the first time. Therefore, six out 
of the seven participants entered college without knowing what to fully expect from their 
experience, classes, or college life. For Kate, it was a sense of nervousness that she felt 
when she didn’t know what to expect out of college. She stated that “I was nervous 
because, like I said I didn't have any expectation, so I didn't know what to expect and I 
guess that was the scary part not knowing what to expect.” For another student like 
Allison, she had only heard stories about college and “so many things happened that [she] 
never expected.” 
To these students, walking onto campus and being away from home for the first 
time was an experience that elicited a lot of emotions from them. Three participants felt 
eager to become acclimated quickly so the feeling of uncertainty would subside, Allison 
felt worried about her mental health and mental health of other students on campus. She 
had learned about the death by suicide of Rowan students during her first semester on 
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campus and became worried that college would impact her mental health more than she 
expected when beginning her first semester saying, “eventually it’s just learning how to 
cope and how to succeed.” 
 In her undergraduate research experience, Grace’s faculty member laid out clear 
expectations of how research processes in college worked, procedures which she had not 
known before. Peter stated that he, too, learned the expectations of him in college as he 
went along. His professor of his first-year seminar explained the university’s expectations 
of college students as the class progressed. Peter also stated that his orientation program 
did not give him as much information as he thought it would, leading to more uncertainty 
about his experience.  
Lilly, who did a significant amount of research about the school and its services, 
did not go in with uncertainty but also had a set of expectations that were not met. In her 
first-year seminar, Lilly was looking for guidance in choosing between two majors. 
Unfortunately, Rowan 101 did not provide her with that clarity. Two other students 
reported feeling annoyed that there was a mandatory seminar style class (Rowan 101) on 
their schedule because they did not know what to expect of it but ended up enjoying their 
time in the class and taking something away from it.  
The expectations of college experiences matter to first-generation students 
because they already are at a disadvantage with parents like Jonathan’s who do not know 
“anything” about the college process and the fact that first-generation students may be 
less psychologically prepared for college which also decreases motivation and interest in 
succeeding (Tanjula, 2014). As mentioned in chapter two, first-generation students 
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disproportionately struggle with poor academic preparation, internalization of negative 
stereotypes, less awareness of information about colleges and funding opportunities 
ongoing financial concerns, culture shock, low self-esteem and self-efficacy, and 
underdeveloped study and time management skills so having a clear idea of what to 
expect when they come to campus is important (Conefrey, 2018).  
Though it was evident all seven participants did not have clear expectations about 
their college experience, their participation in high-impact practices was overwhelmingly 
reported to be positive. Seven of the seven students interviewed said their participation in 
a first-year seminar, writing intensive course, or undergraduate research was positive. 
This positive interaction with faculty, staff, and other students helped them feel like they 
were a part of the community and put them on a “better track” for the rest of their college 
experiences. The findings from my study align closely with that in pre-existing literature. 
Not only did students walk away with better expectations of what was to come and a 
better feeling about their Rowan experience, they also were given the resources and tools 
necessary to succeed in college.  
Participation in High-Impact Practices Supports Resource Exploration and 
Allocation 
 Six of the seven students participating in this study said that participating in a 
high impact practice introduced them to resources they had never heard of before. These 
resources included professor office hours, health center services, university website 
features, financial aid, clubs and organizations, and Proflink (Rowan University’s online 
campus activity and involvement hub). The knowledge of these resources was perceived 
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to be linked to participants’ involvement in high-impact practices during their first year at 
Rowan University.  
Peter described that in his first-year seminar he learned how to navigate basic 
utilities such as the school website. When asked “as a first-generation student during your 
first year of college, do you feel as if you gained any knowledge or skills that you did not 
previously have before participating in the high-impact practiced that you participated 
in,” Allison stated she was “exposed to a lot of resources that [she] didn’t know before.” 
She also noted that “because of my discussions, I was exposed to a lot of resources on 
campus, but I wouldn't have really gone to reach for myself.” Nicholas also had guest 
speakers, but this time in a first-year seminar unlike Allison’s writing intensive course. 
He said they spoke about “their programs or programs in general” and showed him the 
variety of  “subjects” Rowan had to offer to students. 
 One participant stressed the importance of learning about financial aid in his first-
year seminar. According to Jonathan, “especially as first-generation students, no one 
teaches you about financial aid” and financial aid is the “most important.” He went on to 
explain how his parents did not know about FAFSA or its requirements, so they directed 
him to a cousin who was also applying for financial aid. Jonathan said he appreciated a 
financial aid counselor coming into his class to “clarify a lot of stuff.” Because first-
generation college students disproportionately come from low socio-economic 
backgrounds as compared to their non-first-generation student counterparts, the 
knowledge about aid packages, private vs. federal and state loans and grants, and 
available scholarships, is crucial to the financial wellness of first-generation students 
(Soria & Stebleton, 2012).  
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 Kate, before coming to Rowan, did not even know undergraduate research existed 
nor how she could get involved. She explained to me that in her Chemistry class, her 
professor had approached her about being a part of his lab and she “hadn’t thought of it 
as an option.” During her time in the lab, Kate met people who helped guide her through 
college, telling her which classes to take and also directing her through the processes of 
undergraduate research. Kate, like Grace, took advantage of undergraduate research as a 
way to get ahead in their field. Both these participants stated that participating in 
undergraduate research was a way to build their resume and CV and get experience with 
“real” research.  In addition to finding resources via their participation in high-impact 
practices, which the literature in chapter two suggested would be true, the first-generation 
college students who participated in my study were able to build on or develop life skills. 
This, too, was a perceived as an outcome by the research of the participants’ participation 
in high-impact practices.  
High-Impact Practices Aid in the Development of Life Skills 
 Of the seven participants interviewed, every student perceived that they walked 
away from their high-impact practice experience with a newly acquired or enhanced pre-
existing skill. Of these skills, participants noted they participated more in class therefore 
enhancing their communication skills, enhanced their writing abilities, gained computer 
navigation skills, expanded their listening skills, learned how to set goals, had a better 
understanding of time management, generally were better at communicating, were more 
organized, and were apprised of new research laboratory skills.  
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 When asked about the skills she developed from her participation in the high-
impact practice, Kate, an undergraduate research participant, revealed that: 
I think, for me, a big one was communication skills. Personally, I don't have the 
greatest communication skills so being able to, you know, I have to work with 
members of the lab so a lot of teamwork, you know, talking to professor's, giving 
them data. Being able to communicate your thoughts and work as a team, that was 
something, that I hadn't [experienced] before but it was it was really hard for me 
at first because I didn't really have the greatest communication skills, so it 
definitely it definitely helped. 
 When in her writing intensive course, Allison enhanced her writing skills. She did 
so through an assignment given to the students in the class. She stated she was asked to 
“write our thoughts pretty much describing how we felt and what we were lacking at the 
beginning of the semester and how we improved.” She said because she was pushed out 
of her comfort zone and forced to speak to other classmates by her professor, Allison 
ended up making friends and felt “less alone”. This benefited her because when she had 
an assignment due, her new friends in the class, also completing the same assignment, 
would “correct [her] mistakes” and “nitpick” the content of her papers. She told me that 
they would give her much needed feedback and helped greatly improve her writing. Peter 
also reported a similar experience in his writing-intensive course saying he “gained 
friends from class” because it was very “community-like”, and the professor encouraged 
working with classmates and students from other sections of the same class.   
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In addition to Grace’s research skills, she also conveyed to me that she was able 
to gain a better “understanding of time management and organization.” Being more 
organized allowed her to participate in extra-curriculars, such as undergraduate research, 
and do better in classes. Jonathan had his first-year seminar to thank for his heightened 
sense of awareness. He described to me that in his Rowan 101 class, his professor and 
classmates would have the opportunity to share their stories and experiences and 
Jonathan learned about off-campus activities, “where to go and not go, and how to be 
safe and aware” when he and if he decides to go out when coronavirus restrictions are 
lifted.  
  Nicholas, who was initially annoyed about his involuntary enrollment in a first-
year seminar (Rowan 101) said he felt more prepared and that he was on a “better track” 
for next semester. Lilly, also in a first-year seminar, learned about goal setting and 
described her experience as such: 
We learned about SMART goals in there, I don't remember what the acronym is, 
but I remember it being like if you're going to make a goal don't make a callous 
goal like let's talk about like what is your goal exactly like in more detail what are 
you striving for. And then, how exactly are you going to get to it? So, I 
appreciated that outlook on goal setting. I actually achieve the goals that I [had] 
written that class which is really cool.   
 Of the first-generation college students who participated in my study, 100% 
asserted that they walked away from their high-impact practice with a newly acquired or 
enhanced pre-existing skill. While the literature reviewed did not come to the same 
conclusions and reported less students walking away with skills or said students in 
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general would walk away with skills, the findings from my study suggest that Rowan-
specific high-impact practices may be to thank for the takeaways from the undergraduate 



















Summary, Discussion, Conclusion, Recommendations 
 This final chapter will discuss the research questions that guided the semi-
structured interview process as they relate to the findings of this study. It will also 
summarize this study and offer new discussion on the relationship between high-impact 
practices and first-year experience in first-generation students.  
Summary of the Study  
This study investigated the lived experiences of first-generation students’ first-
year experience while participating in high-impact practices at Rowan University. The 
purpose of this research study was to determine how, and which high impact practices 
first-year seminar (Rowan 101), a writing intensive course, undergraduate research, 
learning community involvement, diversity/global learning, service learning, or an 
internship) could influence the first-year experience of first-generation students at Rowan 
University. Using a phenomenological approach and a semi-structured interview process 
with seven first-generation college students, I was able to find that there is an importance 
in college experience expectations, participation in high-impact practices supports a 
student’s knowledge on campus resources and support services, and high-impact 
practices aid in the development of life skills in those who participate in them.  
Purposeful sampling was used when selecting participants for this study. In order 
to be eligible, students had to be a first-generation student and had participated in a high-
impact practice during their first year at Rowan University’s Glassboro campus. The final 
sample size for this study was seven. With an original goal of 10, seven was decided on 
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as an acceptable sample size due to implications of the coronavirus. After seven one-on-
one interviews were conducted, recorded, transcribed and coded, direct and indirect 
quotes were taken from participants to report themes and provide insight into the lived 
and shared experiences of first-generation college student’ participation in high-impact 
practices during their first year of college. 
Discussion of the Findings 
Research Question 1 
What successful strategies are currently being used in effective high-impact 
practices to positively impact first-generation students in their first year? 
All high-impact practices are created with the intent to do good for students. 
Whether it is to help them develop critical thinking skills, increase the number of faculty-
student interactions, or transferrable skills that can be used in the real world, these 
practices have been put in place to help students be successful (Kilgo, et al., 2015; 
BrckaLorenz, 2017; Shehane, 2014).  
At Rowan University, the first-year seminar titled Rowan 101 is taught by faculty 
and staff on campus. This class gives first-year students the unique opportunity to meet 
with professors and employees from any given department to learn about the transition to 
college and the resources offered on campus.  The findings from this study suggest that 
students benefited from their experience in first-year seminar when presenters came in to 
teach about their departments or the general college experience, by helping prepare them 
for future semesters, and by teaching them about SMART goal setting. Allison and 
Nicholas mentioned guest presenters in their class directly saying, “a lot of different types 
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of speakers came in talking about their program or programs in general.” Allison credited 
her reaching out to resources to her writing-intensive course stating that she “would not 
have reached out” otherwise. Nicholas also was “put in a good track” for success by 
participating in a first-year seminar. Lilly “appreciated the professor’s outlook on goal 
setting” and was able to achieve the SMART goals she set for herself in her first-year 
seminar.  
Students who participated in undergraduate research not only learned about 
laboratory and research skills, but they also reported that by working as a team and 
having to report data back to the instructor, they were bettering their communication 
skills. Kate shared with me that: 
 Being able to communicate your thoughts and work as a team was something that 
I hadn't experienced before. It was it was really hard for me at first because like I said I 
didn't really have the greatest communication skills, so it definitely it definitely helped. 
In addition to the enhanced communication skills, the demanding hours that 
research requires forced participants like Grace to be better at time management. From 
this, she was able to “make sure [she] had enough time” to prepare for class and partake 
in extra-curricular activities.  
 Finally, participation in a writing intensive course helped the two participants 
with finding friends and being better at writing. The improved writing skills are a primary 
goal of writing intensive courses, but the friendships and bonds formed due to class 
exercises are an indirect impact of class discussion and activities. Allison and Peter, both 
participants in a writing intensive course, said that they made friends in their class, but 
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Allison went a step further to say that because she had made friends, she was able to lean 
on them for extra writing support. She credited her friends made in the class for her 
heightened writing skills because she felt comfortable enough to talk to them about their 
assignments and received feedback from them as well. She said, “whenever we did share 
our pieces of work with each other, they would be correcting my mistakes and just like 
gave me tips and feedback.” Findings from this study suggest that Rowan University’s 
writing intensive courses, first-year seminars, and undergraduate research programs are 
all implementing successful strategies to positively impact the first-year experience of 
first-generation students.  
Research Question 2 
 What barriers are in place that impact the implementation of high-impact 
practices for first-generation students who are in their first year at Rowan University? 
 Five of seven participants state there were no barriers to finding, enrolling in, or 
participating in the high-impact practices that they were partaking in. The two students 
who did say they had barriers disclosed to me that they were mental barriers. Grace 
disclosed to me “I don’t think I faced any barriers in particular that weren’t personal 
barriers.” She went on to say “ It was more of a mental barrier thinking, like me being 
worried that I wasn't going to be able to do it, you know. So, I guess that was more of a 
personal thing that I put on myself with that makes sense.” 
Allison had experienced a significant loss in the family so participating in classes 
was difficult for her at the time. Both students then overcame their mental barriers and 
even indicated they would participate in another high-impact practice in the future. 
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Therefore, participants in this study perceived that there were no institutional barriers in 
place to them finding, enrolling in, and participating in high-impact practices during their 
first year at Rowan University.  
Research Question 3 
How can Rowan University effectively use high-impact practices to enhance the 
first-year experience of first-generation students? 
 Based on the findings of this study, first generation college students’ first-year 
experiences were enhanced when they were interacting with others, learning about 
resources, and getting the academic support they needed to feel like they were going to 
succeed in college. When in a writing intensive class, first year seminar, or conducting 
undergraduate research, the participants in this study noted that making friends helped 
them both socially and academically. One student exemplified this finding saying that 
having friends in her class helped her to “become a better writer” because she felt 
comfortable enough to ask for help on assignments and her friends “critiqued” her 
writing.  
Peter, who was also in a writing intensive course, mentioned making friends two 
separate times in his interview. He stated that the professor worked to create a 
“community-like” environment that allowed for him to make connections with 
classmates. Having a “community-like environment” and familiar faces in the class made 
it easier for Peter to participate. Grace, who came into college not knowing much of what 
to expect, learned through interactions with her classmates about the challenges everyone 
was facing and how they overcame them. She said that by hearing from classmates, she 
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“prepared herself” on how to deal with different hardships that she was currently facing 
and may face during her college experience.  
 Lilly, who participated in a first-year seminar, ended up applying to be a resident 
assistant and uses her knowledge of resources to help her residents. Jonathan was able to 
figure out his financial aid as a result of his participation in a first-year seminar. Since 
this was something his parents were unable to help him with, being connected to that 
resource in Rowan 101 alleviated stress and allowed him to have lingering questions 
about aid packages and scholarships answered.  
 Kate and Nicholas were able to receive academic support and felt as if their 
participation in undergraduate research and a first-year seminar was able to guide them 
down the right path for semesters to come. Kate described to me that she would like to 
pursue a graduate degree in analytical chemistry when she is done at Rowan University 
so “learning lab skills” was “extremely helpful” and she “wouldn’t get the experience 
otherwise.” Though Nicholas already knew his major, Rowan 101 “benefited [him] a lot” 
and “put [him] on a better track going into the next semester.  
 In order for Rowan University to effectively use these high-impact practices to 
enhance the experiences of first-generation students in their first year, they have to 
encourage and celebrate student collaboration and interaction through group-based 
assignments and classroom activities. Bringing in guest speakers, notably financial aid 
representatives, to discuss resources will not only help make students aware of the 
services around them but also will make them feel comfortable walking into an office if 
they know a friendly face may be there. Also, implement advising sessions that will allow 
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for first-generation students with minimal familial support to feel prepared for upcoming 
semesters. 
Conclusion  
 Based on evidence in the literature examined in chapter two, it has been illustrated 
that first-generation college students are likely to be starting college with more barriers in 
their way than their non-first-generation college student counterparts. Along with a 
notable disparity in income status, first-generation college students have also been found 
to have lower educational aspirations, lower levels of engagement, lower SAT scores, 
and less support from family (Terenzini, et al., 1996; Soria & Stebleton, 2012). Findings 
from this research challenge the notion set forth by research by Terenzini, et al. and Soria 
& Stebleton that first-generation college students have lower educational aspirations, 
rather they suggest that they need the tools and the resources made available to them to 
want to and know how to succeed. Participating in high-impact practices have lead 
participants from this study to continue their undergraduate research experience, become 
more involved on campus, and be more aware of the resources they are able to utilize.  
Luckily for first-generation college students, universities offer high-impact 
practices such as first-year seminars and experiences, diversity/ global learning, common 
intellectual experiences, ePortfolios, learning communities, service learning and 
community-based learning, writing intensive courses, collaborative assignments and 
projects, internships, capstone courses and projects, and undergraduate research that can 
help with the transition to college and preparing all students, especially first-generation 
college students, for success (American Association of Colleges and Universities, 2018). 
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Research literature says students who have participated in high-impact practices have not 
only learned more about themselves but have also deepened their understanding of how 
to execute several learning outcomes, deep learning general gains, critical thinking and 
reasoning, personal gains, and practical gains (Anderson, et al., 2019; Johnson & Stage, 
2018; Shehane, 2014; Rosfeld, 2017). This is also true for the participants in this study. 
They learned more about themselves and others and acquired a new or enhanced a pre-
existing skill. 
The participants in this study shared that they experienced uncertainty coming 
into college, mental blocks to success, and lack of knowledge on how to succeed. This all 
stemmed from their lack of knowledge about the college experience, lack of familial 
support and knowledge, and expectations put forth by movies, tv shows, and stories they 
had heard from others. The findings from this research show that participating in a high-
impact practice was low risk and high reward for first-year, first-generation college 
students. With five of the seven participants stating that there were no barriers to them 
finding, enrolling in, or participating in their high-impact practice and seven of the seven 
walking away with a new or enhanced skill, a friend, or a general sense of preparedness, 
participating in high-impact practices as a first-year, first-generation student has its many 
benefits.  
Recommendations for Practice and Further Research  
 The following recommendations are being made based off the findings from this 
research study and the existing literature on first-generation college students, first-year 
experience, and high-impact practices:  
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Recommendations for Research 
More studies should be conducted on the relationship between high-impact 
practices and first-year, first-generation students. These studies should be done using a 
larger sample size and should include other questions such as residency status, 
socioeconomic status, major, career plans, and inquire more about the student’s other 
family history with attending college (siblings, cousins, etc.) in order to have more 
demographic data on study participants. 
Recommendations for General Practice 
Universities should use terminology that is more first-generation student-friendly 
and with less reference to acronyms (Bursar, OSLP, RLUH).  
Recommendations for Rowan University 
Rowan University’s Flying First Task Force should collaborate with the Office of 
Orientation and Student Leadership Programs (OSLP) to design special orientation 
sessions specifically for first-generation students. This way, they will start identifying 
resources such as academic advising and financial aid before day. Rowan University 
should also make the mission and goals of Rowan 101 more widely known so students 
can enter the course with an open mind and clear expectations. Finally, the Flying-First 
task force should have a dedicated space with full time staff to address the needs, 
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Informed Consent Form 
 
ELECTRONIC INFORMED CONSENT (ADULTS) 
KEY INFORMATION TO TAKE PART IN A RESEARCH STUDY 
 
Title: The Relationship Between High-Impact Practices and First-Year Experience in 
First-Generation Students 
Principal Investigator: Raquel Wright-Mair, Ph.D. 
You are being asked to take part in a research study. The purpose of this research study is 
to determine how, and which high impact practices (first-year seminar (Rowan 101), a 
writing intensive course, undergraduate research, been in a learning community, 
diversity/global learning, service learning, or an internship) could correlate with the first-
year experience of first-generation students at Rowan University.  
If you agree, you will be asked to participate in a 30–45-minute interview via Zoom 
where you will answer 8 questions regarding your participation in high-impact practices 
at Rowan University. Participation is completely voluntary. It is up to you to decide if 
you would like to participate. 
This is a minimal risk study.  There are no physical dangers to respondents. There may 
not be any direct benefit.  Results of our study may help enhance our ability to provide 
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recommendations for future students’ participation in high-impact practices and how we 
support first-generation students during their first year of college. 
To be eligible for this study, you must be between the ages of 18-65, a “first-generation” 
student, and have participated in a first-year seminar (Rowan 101), a writing intensive 
course, undergraduate research, been in a learning community, diversity/global learning, 
service learning, or an internship during your first year at Rowan University .  
If you are interested in participating, please carefully review the informed consent form 
on the next screen. This consent form is part of an informed consent process for a 
research study and it will provide you with more detailed information that will help you 
decide whether you wish to volunteer for this research study.  It is important that you take 
your time to make your decision. You may share this consent form with a family member 
or anyone else before agreeing to participate in the study. 
If you have questions at any time, you should feel free to ask the study team and should 
expect to be given answers that you completely understand. The study team will answer 
any question you might have before volunteering to take part in this study. You can also 
request that the study team read the consent form to you over the phone. 
 
Raquel Wright-Mair       Alexis 
Graesser 
856-256-4711       856-347-7142 
wrightmair@rowan.edu      









You can download a copy of this form to print or save to your device by clicking this 
[link]. 
 ADULT CONSENT FORM FOR SOCIAL AND BEHAVIORAL RESEARCH 
Title: The Relationship Between High-Impact Practices and First-Year Experience in 
First-Generation Students 
Principal Investigator: Raquel Wright-Mair, Ph.D. 
1. What is the purpose of the study? 
The purpose of this research study is to determine how, and which high impact practices 
(first-year seminar (Rowan 101), a writing intensive course, undergraduate research, been 
in a learning community, diversity/global learning, service learning, or an internship) 
could correlate with the first-year experience of first-generation students at Rowan 
University.  
2. Why have you been asked to take part in this study? 
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You have been asked to take part in this study because you have been identified a first-
generation student who is not in their first year at Rowan University. 
3. What will you be asked to do if you take part in this research study? 
If you choose to participate in their study, you will be asked to participate in an interview 
via zoom and answer 8 questions regarding your participation in certain campus 
resources, the challenges and benefits associated, and whether or not you would 
participate again.  
4. Who may take part in this research study?  And who may not? 
Students who have been identified as “first-generation,” have participated in a first-year 
seminar (Rowan 101), a writing intensive course, undergraduate research, been in a 
learning community, diversity/global learning, service learning, or an internship, and who 
are beyond their first year may participate in this study.  
 
5. How long will the study take and where will the research study be conducted? 
The interview will take no more than 45 min and will be done online via Zoom. 
6. How many visits may take to complete the study? 
One  
7. What are the risks and/or discomforts you might experience if you take part in 
this study? 
This is a minimal risk study.  There are no physical dangers to respondents. 
8. Are there any benefits for you if you choose to take part in this research study? 
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There may not be any direct benefit.  Results of our study may help enhance our ability to 
provide recommendations for future students’ participation in high-impact practices and 
how we support first-generation students. 
9. What are the alternatives if you do not wish to participate in the study? 
Your alternative is not to participate in the study. 
10. How many subjects will be enrolled in the study? 
10 students will be enrolled in this study. 
11. How will you know if new information is learned that may affect whether you 
are willing to stay in this research study? 
During the course of the study, you will be updated about any new information that may 
affect whether you are willing to continue taking part in the study.  If new information is 
learned that may affect you, you will be contacted. 
12. Will there be any cost to you to take part in this study? 
There is no cost associated with participating in this study. 
13. Will you be paid to take part in this study? 
You will not be paid for your participation in this research study. 
14. Are you providing any identifiable private information as part of this research 
study? 
No.  
15. How will information about you be kept private or confidential? 
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All efforts will be made to keep your personal information in your research record 
confidential, but total confidentiality cannot be guaranteed. Your personal information 
may be given out, if required by law. Presentations and publications to the public and at 
scientific conferences and meetings will not use your personal information. Research data 
collected during the course of the interviews (de-identified or reported in aggregate) will 
be included in the thesis. All data collected during this study will be kept in a private 
password-protected account.  
16. What will happen if you do not wish to take part in the study or if you later 
decide not to stay in the study? 
Participation in this study is voluntary. You may choose not to participate, or you may 
change your mind at any time.  
If you do not want to enter the study or decide to stop participating, your relationship 
with the study staff will not change, and you may do so without penalty and without loss 
of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. 
You may also withdraw your consent for the use of data already collected about you, but 
you must do this in writing to Raquel Wright-Mair, Ph.D. 201 Mullica Hill Road 
Glassboro, NJ 08028. 
If you decide to withdraw from the study for any reason, you may be asked to participate 
in one meeting with the Principal Investigator. 
17. Who can you call if you have any questions? 
If you have any questions about taking part in this study or if you feel you may have 
suffered a research related injury, you can call the Principal Investigator: 
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 Raquel Wright-Mair, Ph.D. 
Educational Services and Leadership, College of Education 
856-256-4711 
If you have any questions about your rights as a research subject, you can call: 
                  Office of Research Compliance 
 (856) 256-4058– Glassboro/CMSRU 
18. What are your rights if you decide to take part in this research study? 
You have the right to ask questions about any part of the study at any time.  You should 
not sign this form unless you have had a chance to ask questions and have been given 
answers to all of your questions. 
 
 
[ ] Next (Agreement to Participate) 
 
AGREEMENT TO PARTICIPATE 
If you do not wish to participate, please exit this screen at any time.  
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I have read the entire information about the research study, research risks, benefits and 
the alternatives, or it has been read to me, and I believe that I understand what has been 
discussed.   
All of my questions about this form or this study have been answered and I agree to 
volunteer to participate in the study.  
 
[ ] Yes, I agree to participate in this study. 





Please enter your preferred contact information: 
This information will only be used to contact you about this study and will never be 














Thank you. Your consent to participate in this research study has been recorded.  
You can download a copy of the consent form to print or save to your device by 
clicking this [link]. You may also a request a copy from the research team. 
 
 
ROWAN UNIVERSITY INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 
AUDIO/VIDEOTAPE ADDENDUM TO CONSENT FORM  
You have already agreed to participate in a research study conducted by Raquel Wright-
Mair, Ph.D.  We are asking for your permission to allow us to record the Zoom interview 
for transcription purposes as part of that research study.   You do not have to agree to be 
recorded in order to participate in the main part of the study.  
The recording(s) will be used for  
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• analysis by the research team  
• transcription purposes  
The recording(s) will include just your name and your answers to the 8 questions you will 
be asked. 
The recording(s) will be stored safely in a Rowan Google secured; password protected 
Google Drive. 
Your signature on this form grants the investigator named above permission to record 
you as described above during participation in the above-referenced study.  The 
investigator will not use the recording(s) for any other reason than that/those stated in the 
consent form without your written permission.   
[ ] Yes, I agree to be recorded as a part of this study. 















Title of Project: The Relationship Between High-Impact Practices and First 
Year Experience in First-Generation Students  
Short Title:                   High-Impact Practices and First-Generation Students 
*Principal Investigator:  Raquel Wright-Mair, Ph.D. 
College/School and Department:   College of Education 
Co-Investigators: Alexis Graesser 
**Funding Source(s): Internally Funded- College of Education 
Protocol Version Number and date: PRO2020-176 11/17/2020  
1.   PURPOSE AND RATIONALE 
The purpose of this research study is to determine how, and which high impact practices 
could correlate with the first-year experience of first-generation students at Rowan 
University. Participation in high-impact practices often provide students with critical 
thinking and decision-making skills that will leave them better equipped for the college 




The rationale behind the study is to demonstrate that first-generation students who take 
place in these high-impact practices in their first year will gain skills that will benefit 
them during their time at Rowan University and to identify/close any gaps in the 
perception of first-generation students’ participation in high-impact practices.  
2. BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE  
Based on review of the current literature, some universities observe higher grades, higher 
attendance in classes, more interactions with faculty, and higher retention rates in 
students who participate in high impact practices such as writing intensive courses, first 
year seminars, service learning and volunteering, and more. Also, some students will 
have better critical thinking and decision-making skills as a result of participating in these 
high impact practices (Kilgo & Ezell, 2014; Bonet & Walters, 2016; Anderson, Boyd, 
Marin & McNamara, 2019).  
3.  STUDY OBJECTIVES 
Primary: The overall objective of this research study is to determine how, and which 
high impact practices could correlate with the first-year experience of first-generation 
students at Rowan University and provide recommendations regarding high-impact 
practices to best support students.  
4.  HYPOTHESES 
The overall hypothesis is that students who participate in high-impact practices will have 
gained more skills in their first year than students who did not.  
5.     RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 
64 
 
I will be conducting a qualitative phenomenological study. The students who choose to 
partake in this study are first-generation students from Rowan University’s Glassboro 
campus. The students will take place in a 30-45-minute semi-structured interview. The 
questions are as follows:  
1. Why did you participate in a high-impact practice such as a first-year seminar 
(Rowan 101), a writing intensive course, undergraduate research, a learning 
community, diversity/global learning, service learning, or an internship during 
your first year at Rowan University? 
2. As a first-generation student during your first year of college, do you feel as if 
you gained any knowledge or skills you did not previously have before 
participating in the high-impact practice that is relevant to your success in 
college?  
3. What were the skills you feel that you developed or obtained as a result from 
participating in this high-impact practice? (Please list the skills developed or 
obtained in each practice individually, if there are multiple) And how were these 
skills acquired? Were their specific tasks, assignments, exercises, or activities that 
helped you acquire these skills? 
4. What were your perceived benefits of participating in the high impact practice? 
(Please describe the benefits of each practice individually, if there are multiple) 
5. What were the challenges you experienced participating in the high impact 
practice? Were there any barriers to you finding, enrolling in, or participating in 
these practices? (Please describe the challenges of each practice individually, if 
there are multiple) 
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6. What was your overall experience participating in high-impact practice that you 
participated in? (Please describe the experience of each practice individually, if 
there are multiple) 
7. What do you perceive as the importance of participating in high-impact practices 
for first-generation students? (Please describe the importance of each practice 
individually, if there are multiple) 
8. Would you participate in another high-impact practice during your time at Rowan 
University? 
6.  STUDY DURATION, ENROLLMENT AND SITES 
6.1 Duration 
It will take approximately 2-3 months to complete this study. The interviews will take 30-
45 minutes to complete.  
6.2. Enrollment 
Data will be retrieved from Rowan University Glassboro campus students beyond their 
first year. All first-generation students who have been identified by “Flying First” will be 
solicited to take place in the study via email. From there, 10 students will be selected to 
interview about their experiences.  
6.3  Study Location/Sites 
This study will be conducted online via zoom due to the current public health crisis.  
7.  STUDY SUBJECT RECRUITMENT  
7.1  Population 
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In this study we will be targeting first-generation students who are beyond their first year 
at Rowan University.  
7.2  Recruitment 
We will recruit students via targeted emails.  
7.3  Recruitment Methods 
We will recruit students via targeted emails.  
7.4  Inclusion Criteria 
Our target population is students.  All students will be above 18 years.  We will include 
all  irrespective of their gender identity or ethnic backgrounds.  
7.5  Exclusion Criteria 
The nature of this study is extremely specific to first-generation students. If students are 
not part of the targeted population, they will be excluded from the study.  
8.  INFORMED CONSENT 
This study requires proper consenting. Rowan Glassboro adult consent form will be used. 
Please see attached.  
9.        STATISTICAL CONSIDERATIONS 




9.2   Study Variables and Outcome 
9.3  Independent Variables  
Participation in high-impact practices. There will be no manipulation of the independent 
variable. 
9.4   Dependent Variables or Outcome Measures 
Skills gained from participating in high-impact practices.  
9.5   Confounding Variable 
First generation student status. 
9.6   Data Handling and Analysis 
Interviews will be conducted via zoom and recorded for transcription purposes. The 
recordings will be saved to a password protected Google drive that is only able to be 
accessed by me. Similarly, all consent forms will be stored in the Google drive along 
with the transcriptions of each interview. A google sheet will also be utilized for open 
coding.  
10.    RISKS AND POTENTIAL BENEFITS 
10.1   Risks 
This is a minimal risk study.  There are no physical dangers to respondents.   
10.2   POTENTIAL BENEFITS 
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There may not be any direct benefit.  Results of our study may help enhance our ability to 
provide recommendations for future students’ participation in high-impact practices and 
how we support first-generation students. 
11. PLANS FOR REPORTING OR PUBLISHING RESULTS 
We plan to share the aggregate data with our research subjects’ results in accordance with 
the signed consent form.  Or aggregated data without the identifiers will be used in any 
publication resulting from this study. 
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Relationship Between High-Impact Practices and First-Year Experience in First-
Generation Students Recruitment Email Version: 1.1  
Subject: The Relationship Between High-Impact Practices and the First-Year Experience 
of First-Generation Students: Research Study Participation Request  
Hello!  
    My name is Alexis Graesser, and I am currently in my final semester of the Higher 
Education Administration master’s program here at Rowan. Part of the program’s final 
requirement is that second year students conduct research based on a topic of their 
choosing and interest and write a thesis.  
    I have chosen to write my thesis on the relationship between high-impact practices and 
the first-year experience of first-generation students. In order to determine the 
experiences of these students, I need to interview 10 first-generation students who are 18 
year of age or older who took place in high-impact practices in their first year at Rowan 
University’s Glassboro Campus such as a first-year seminar (Rowan 101), a writing 
intensive course, undergraduate research, been in a learning community, diversity/global 
learning, service learning, or an internship.  
I am reaching out to you today because you have been identified as a first-generation 
student here at Rowan. If you are not in your first year AND you have participated in 
a high impact practice listed above, you fit within my study. I will be conducting 
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virtual interviews via Zoom that will take anywhere from 30 to 45 minutes. We would be 
having a conversation that would include 8 questions in regard to your experience with 
high-impact practices during your first year at Rowan University’s Glassboro campus. 
These interviews can be scheduled to fit best for you. Your participation in this interview 
process is completely voluntary and to opt in you can email graess43@rowan.edu with 
your availability for a 30-45 min Zoom interview. I would truly appreciate your 
participation in this effort. If you have any further questions about this process, please do 
not hesitate to reach out. I hope to hear back from you soon!  
Best,  
Dr. Raquel Wright-Mair  and Alexis Graesser 
(Primary Investigator)           
wrightmair@rowan.edu         graess43@rowan.edu  
Approved by Rowan IRB PRO- 2020-176  











1. Why did you participate in a high-impact practice such as a first-year seminar 
(Rowan 101), a writing intensive course, undergraduate research, a learning 
community, diversity/global learning, service learning, or an internship during 
your first year at Rowan University? 
2. As a first-generation student during your first year of college, do you feel as if 
you gained any knowledge or skills you did not previously have before 
participating in the high-impact practice that is relevant to your success in 
college?  
3. What were the skills you feel that you developed or obtained as a result from 
participating in this high-impact practice? (Please list the skills developed or 
obtained in each practice individually, if there are multiple) And how were these 
skills acquired? Were their specific tasks, assignments, exercises, or activities that 
helped you acquire these skills? 
4. What were your perceived benefits of participating in the high impact practice? 
(Please describe the benefits of each practice individually, if there are multiple) 
5. What were the challenges you experienced participating in the high impact 
practice? Were there any barriers to you finding, enrolling in, or participating in 
these practices? (Please describe the challenges of each practice individually, if 
there are multiple) 
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6. What was your overall experience participating in high-impact practice that you 
participated in? (Please describe the experience of each practice individually, if 
there are multiple) 
7. What do you perceive as the importance of participating in high-impact practices 
for first-generation students? (Please describe the importance of each practice 
individually, if there are multiple) 
8. Would you participate in another high-impact practice during your time at Rowan 
University? 
 
